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PENNSYLVANIA MODEL  

SEX TRAFFICKING RESPONSE PROTOCOLS FOR ADULTS 

 

I. Introduction  

 

A. Overview  
 

The policies and procedures outlined below are a guide for professionals handling cases of 

suspected adult victims of human trafficking (HT) and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) to 

be applied by counties in Pennsylvania. Human trafficking is a brutal and dehumanizing crime 

and, because of its nature, is often unreported. The following reflects a collaborative effort and 

expertise of individuals representing victim services, law enforcement, prosecutors, the county 

child advocacy center (CAC), social workers, prosecutors, government agencies, community 

non-profits, and survivors from Montgomery County, PA. We have worked to identify, study, 

and agree upon the most effective and efficient ways to address the sex trafficking of adults. It is 

expected that every case will likely be handled differently depending on the facts of each case, 

and the services may be applied fluidly to best fit each particular case. Therefore, the responses 

are developed to be complementary and build off each other in a way that best supports the 

victimôs unique strengths and needs, while also employing the best use of resources. We are also 

aware that these policies and procedures may be modified as more adult victims are recovered 

and lessons are learned from the victims.  

The Guiding Principles to Address the Needs of Victims of Human Trafficking in Pennsylvania 

(see Appendix A), developed by the Pennsylvania Interbranch Commission for Gender, Racial 

and Ethnic Fairness, was adopted by the team of professionals who developed the Pennsylvania 

Model Sex Trafficking Response Protocols for Adults. The Commissionôs guiding principles 

served as a strong foundation for the Sex Trafficking Response Protocols for Adults to be built 

upon. In agreement with these guiding principles, it is required that all professionals involved in 

the multidisciplinary response will engage with the victim in a manner that is person-centered 

and trauma-informed. All policies should be followed in a way that elevates and respects the 

voice and input of the identified victim. Operating out of the understanding that charging a 

victim with offenses related to their trafficking can be traumatic and possibly dissuade an 

individual from seeking further support, team members will not charge adult victims of sex 

trafficking and CSE when possible All team members will operate in a manner which is 

empowering to the individual. 

The specific protocol developed and implemented by the multidisciplinary team in Montgomery 

County, PA can be obtained by contacting Mission Kids Child Advocacy Center [484-687-

2990]. The Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Protocol for Adults provides an 

example of one of the several different ways the outline below can be adapted based on a 

communityôs unique strengths and needs. Each county will need to develop its response based 

upon the available resources in that community.  

The Best Practices for Providing Services to Victims of Sex Trafficking (see Appendix C) was 

developed by the Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Team (STRT). This document 

was designed to enhance The Sex Trafficking Response Protocols for both minors and adults, as 

it includes more detailed information on how to provide services in a trauma-informed and 



 
 

 
 

victim-centered manner. Professionals should refer to this document for a comprehensive 

explanation of how to work alongside victims to help meet their basic needs (e.g. food, clothing, 

housing, safety planning, language services, communication and personal technology, 

transportation, comfort items, personal care, and hygiene items). The guide also provides 

information on how to best support victims in gaining access to various services (e.g. mental 

health, substance abuse treatment, legal, case management and service planning, medical sexual 

healthcare, immigration relief).   

All responding personnel from responding agencies should receive training on the complex 

dynamics of sex trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE). Responding personnel 

should also receive training on how to identify and respond to exploited persons in their 

professional role.  

The crime of sex trafficking is committed when a perpetrator, by force, fraud, or coercion, causes 

another individual to perform a sex act in exchange for any item of value. It is important to note 

that the definition of a ñperpetratorò in sex trafficking should also include the sex buyers or the 

facilities that allow or encourage sex trafficking to occur, such as hotels, motels, and other 

similar locations.  Human trafficking is believed to be one of the fastest-growing crimes in the 

world, including the United States. However, the complex nature of this crime enables 

perpetrators to operate unnoticed while victims suffer. Uncovering this crime is difficult because 

victims rarely self-identify or report their victimization out of fear for themselves or others, out 

of love, or for several other reasons. There is no single profile of a trafficking victim as victims 

may be men, women, transgender persons, LGBTQIA+ persons, citizens, legal 

permanent residents, or foreign nationals. Just as there is no one type of victim, there is no one 

type of trafficking perpetrator.   

 

The purpose and goal of these protocols are to improve the trauma-informed and holistic 

response to victims of sex trafficking and CSE across the state of Pennsylvania.  The coordinated 

efforts of all partners must support the well-being of victims and offer various options to respond 

to the unique needs of victims. 

 

i. Victim-Centered, Trauma-Informed Approach and Engagement 

A guiding principle of the Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Team (STRT) is that 

the response to sex trafficking must be both victim-centered and trauma-informed. When a 

person experiences trauma it can impact every aspect of their functioning, including physical, 

mental, behavioral, and social interactions. A trauma-informed response is crucial when talking 

and engaging with victims. Organizations and agencies should understand that trauma is 

widespread and can present in several different ways. When encountering trafficking victims, 

responders should fully integrate their knowledge of trauma and the impact that trauma has on 

the way a victim may respond to a perceived authority figure.  

 

The first interaction that a victim has with any type of system is crucial. Engaging a trafficking 

victim starts with meeting their basic needs, such as food, shelter, clothing, and safety. First 

responders and members of the STRT should ensure that when engaging with a victim, they are 



 
 

 
 

cultivating both a physically and emotionally safe space.1 It is understood that these victims have 

experienced complex trauma, and therefore, their basic needs have often gone unmet. Showing 

the victim that their basic needs are a priority is critical in building rapport and trust. 
Professionals should always seek to build and maintain trust with victims. Engaging a victim in 

this manner may help in relieving or diminishing any feelings of shame or self-blame and can 

assist them in regaining a sense of control in their lives after experiencing multiple traumatic 

experiences over an extended time.  

 

The STRT believes that victims should be empowered to use their voice and make their own 

choices. Team members recognize that success will look different for each victim, and that 

success should be defined by the victim and not the STRT. The STRT is committed to actively 

recognizing and addressing any biases or discrimination, whether personal or organizational, to 

provide a truly trauma-informed response. Providing a trauma-informed response also requires 

that team members provide services that meet a victimôs unique needs2. The following factors 

should be considered by all multidisciplinary team members in service delivery: 

 

Ǐ Race 

Ǐ Ethnicity 

Ǐ Culture 

Ǐ Gender Identity 

Ǐ Sexual Orientation 

Ǐ Age 

Ǐ Prior Experience with the justice system and/or authorities 

Ǐ Ability to speak and understand the English language 

 

 The STRT commits to creating policies and providing services in a manner that is responsive to 

the needs of individuals served, thereby fostering an environment where victims are more likely 

to feel safe, empowered, and heard. All team members are required to complete training in 

trauma and trauma-informed care. 

 

ii.  Importance of Collaboration  

There can be many benefits and advantages of coordination among partners; however, such 

collaboration may not always be possible or even recommended. It is determined by the victim 

whether they would like to engage with other agencies and systems. Service providers may work 

with victims to identify other agencies that they are receiving support from or would like to 

engage with, such as law enforcement, mental health providers, case managers, survivor leaders, 

and Children and Youth Services. A victim has the right to immediate support regardless of 

whether they choose to cooperate with law enforcement or other responding agencies.   

 

                                                           
1 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Rep. SAMHSAôS Concept of Trauma and Guidance 

for a Trauma-Informed Approach. HHS Publication No. (SMA) 14-4884. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014. 
2 Ibid. 



 
 

 
 

If a victim chooses to engage with other systems, service providers can inform the victim of their 

options for a continuing service plan. A multidisciplinary team (MDT) approach can be 

presented as one possible option for a service plan. However, victims may choose to work with 

their caseworker separately from the other systems with whom they engage. It is the service 

providerôs responsibility to provide the victim with information about what a service plan could 

look like with or without the collaboration of other providers.   

  

Service providers must provide a clear explanation of a victimôs right to determine their service 

plan. It must be stated that only the victim may give written consent to release information to 

other parties. It must also be explained what information can and will be released if the victim 

chooses to do so, and what that would entail for the service plan. Service providers must adhere 

to confidentiality guidelines as outlined in Pennsylvaniaôs Act 105 (See Appendix D, ñAct 105: 

Pennsylvaniaôs First Comprehensive Anti-Trafficking Legislationò).  

 

iii.  Working with Victims from Marginalized Communities  

The STRT recognizes that gaps in services continue to exist for victims and survivors from 

underserved and marginalized communities. Historically marginalized communities may include 

persons with disabilities; older adults; persons of color; individuals with Limited English 

Proficiency (LEP); foreign nationals; formerly incarcerated individuals and LGBTQIA+ 

individuals3. Victims and survivors who identify as part of a marginalized community often face 

barriers and challenges in accessing necessary services and supports and may encounter ñracial 

bias, homophobia, and discrimination which influence help-seeking behaviorsò4 Victims and 

survivors of sex trafficking who identify as belonging to one of the aforementioned groups may 

be reluctant to seek help from systems which have contributed to the discrimination they have 

experienced5. 

The STRT will work to reach underserved victims in the community and to provide a culturally 

competent response for suspected victims of trafficking. Team members should only connect 

victims with community resources that the victim trusts, understanding that a victim may be 

reluctant to seek support outside of their cultural community. Team members should work 

collaboratively with culturally-specific organizations, where appropriate, to best meet a victimôs 

unique needs.  

If a victim identifies as part of the LEP or deaf community, partners should first empower the 

victim to express how they feel most comfortable communicating, whether that is using in-

person or telephone interpretation services. It is important that STRT members have access to 

                                                           
3 The Office for Victims of Crime. ñReaching Underserved Victims,ò 2017. 

https://ovc.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh226/files/pubs/reporttonation2017/reaching-underserved-victim-

groups.html.  
4 Georgia Domestic Violence Fatality Review Project, and The Georgia Commission on Family Violence. ñImprove 

Access to Culturally Relevant Services for Victims from Marginalized Communities.ò Georgia Domestic 

Violence Fatality Review Project. Accessed February 22, 2021. http://georgiafatalityreview.com/key-

goals/improve-access-to-culturally-relevant-services-for-victims-from-marginalized-communities/.  
5 Ibid. 



 
 

 
 

interpretation services 24 hours a day, and that only a trained interpreter should be relied upon 

for interpretation services (See Appendix C, ñLanguage Services Best Practicesò). Members of 

the STRT should continue to receive ongoing training on how to address needs and provide 

services to members of marginalized communities. 

 

iv. Data Collection 

Data tracking is an integral element needed in the effort to combat sex trafficking.  Data tracking 

helps to broaden partnersô understanding of the issue of sex trafficking and how it impacts the 

local community. It also allows for causes and trends to be more thoroughly examined. This data 

can then be utilized to develop approaches that are better informed and more effective at 

reducing trafficking and supporting victims.  

 

Data collection should adhere to confidentiality guidelines as outlined in Pennsylvaniaôs Act 105 

(See Appendix D, ñAct 105: Pennsylvaniaôs First Comprehensive Anti-Trafficking Legislationò) 

and The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA ) by reporting aggregate numbers but no 

identifying information. Agencies can track data using their tracking systems, and data can be 

shared and reviewed quarterly by the STRT. In some cases, aggregate, non-identifying data may 

still hint at a personôs identity and not adequately protect their confidentiality. If the aggregate 

data does not adequately protect a personôs confidentiality, then the aggregate data should not be 

provided to the STRT for data tracking purposes. 

 

II.  Victim Service Agency Response 

Victim services are agencies that have specially trained victim advocates who are experts in 

providing services to victims of crime, which include victims of sex trafficking. These agencies 

provide victims with the necessary services to ñaddress expressed needs and concerns and 

promote feelings of healing and justice in the aftermath of a crime.ò6 Victims of sex trafficking 

may be identified by various agencies including the county rape crisis center, county domestic 

violence agency, local anti-trafficking organization, and/or any other victim service agency in the 

county. It is recognized that a victim of sex trafficking can access assistance through many 

different pathways and that one of those pathways includes victim services agencies. 

The victim advocate involved in the response to an adult victim of trafficking may primarily 

serve sexual assault and/or domestic violence victims and survivors. Depending upon each 

countyôs access to different advocacy services, the victim advocateôs primary purpose may be to 

provide support to victims of human trafficking. If the victim advocateôs primary purpose is to 

support victims of human trafficking, they qualify under 18 Pa. C.S. § 5945.3(c) as a human 

trafficking caseworker.  

 

                                                           
6 The Office for Victims of Crime. Publication. Achieving Excellence: Model Standards for Serving Victims & 

Survivors of Crime. Washington, DC: The National Victim Assistance Standards Consortium, 2003.  

 



 
 

 
 

 A. Human Trafficking Caseworker 

Under 18 Pa. C.S. § 5945.3(c), a human trafficking (HT) caseworker is an individual who is 

engaged by any organization, whether financially compensated or not, whose primary purpose is 

the rendering of advice or assistance to a victim of human trafficking. An HT caseworker, based 

on the countyôs unique resources, could be an advocate at a domestic violence shelter, victim 

services center, anti-human trafficking organization, or any other victim service agency in the 

county with the necessary resources and expertise.  

 

An HT caseworker is required by law to either hold a masterôs degree or equivalent in a human 

services profession, hold an undergraduate degree or equivalent in a human services profession, 

or be supervised by someone who holds either one of the aforementioned degrees or equivalents. 

Under Act 105, human trafficking caseworkers are also required to have completed at least 80 

hours of training on the following topics:  

Ǐ The history of human trafficking; 

Ǐ Civil law and criminal law as they relate to human trafficking; 

Ǐ Societal attitudes toward human trafficking; 

Ǐ Peer counseling techniques; 

Ǐ Housing, public assistance, and other financial resources available to meet the 

needs of victims of human trafficking; 

Ǐ Referral services available to victims of human trafficking; 

Ǐ Privileged communications; or 

Ǐ Human trauma therapy counseling. 

An HT caseworker may not disclose a confidential communication without the written consent 

of the suspected victim of trafficking who made the confidential communication. Confidential 

communication as defined in 18 Pa. C.S. § 5945.3(c) is all information, oral or written, 

transmitted between a victim of human trafficking and a human trafficking caseworker in the 

course of their relationship. This includes advice, reports, statistical data, memoranda, working 

papers, and records, given or made during that relationship, including matters transmitted 

between the human trafficking caseworker and the victim using an interpreter. The HT 

caseworker will educate the victim about their legal rights and privilege, as well provide the 

victim with information about possible ramifications of signing a written consent to release 

information. This legal protection allows victims to more freely discuss their case with their 

caseworker without the fear of confidential information being disclosed and also protects human 

trafficking caseworkers from being subpoenaed by a defense attorney. 

 

B. Release of Information and Confidentiality 

Victim service providers are required to adhere to state and federal confidentiality laws. The 

federal Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) provides confidentiality provisions for victims 

receiving services from agencies that receive VAWA funding. Each agency that receives VAWA 

funding must adhere to the provisions stated in this federal law. The VAWA Confidentiality 



 
 

 
 

Provision states that these agencies may not disclose, reveal, or release any personally 

identifying information or individual information collected in connection with services 

requested, utilized, or denied through agency programs.  

 

Pursuant to 42 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 5945.3, victims are given privilege to have confidential 

communications with their caseworkers. Caseworkers for victims of human trafficking cannot 

disclose any communications without the victimôs written consent according to the law. This 

legal protection allows victims to more freely discuss their cases with their caseworkers without 

the fear of confidential information being disclosed. 42 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 5945.3 also protects 

human trafficking caseworkers from being subpoenaed by a defense attorney.  If a human 

trafficking casework is subpoenaed, a motion to quash may be considered by the countyôs 

District Attorneyôs Office. 

 

Both state and federal law requires written, informed, and time-limited consent from the victim 

to release information.  The service provider must explicitly explain what information can be 

shared by signing a release and the possible ramifications of this information being released to 

the identified parties. A service provider should always provide a victim with information about 

their rights and privileges so that they are well-equipped to make an informed decision. The 

decision to sign a release of information (ROI) should always be decided by the victim. For 

individuals with limited English proficiency, interpretation services must be provided for legal 

documents.  

 

Victim service providers must also inform the suspected victim of their status as a Mandated 

Reporter. Under Pennsylvaniaôs Child Protective Services Law, 23 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 6303, , any 

Mandated Reporter who suspects human trafficking of a minor in PA is required to make a 

ChildLine report of their suspicions. 

 

i. Other Relevant Confidentiality Statutes 

Per statute 42 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 5945.1, no sexual assault counselor or an interpreter translating 

the communication between a sexual assault counselor and a victim may, without the written 

consent of the victim, disclose the victimôs confidential oral or written communications to the 

counselor nor consent to be examined in any court or criminal proceeding. 

Furthermore, in accordance with 23 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 6116, unless a victim waives the privilege 

in signed writing before testimony or disclosure, a domestic violence counselor/advocate or a 

coparticipant who is present during domestic violence counseling/advocacy shall not be 

competent nor permitted to testify or to otherwise disclose confidential communications made to 

or by the counselor/advocate by or to a victim. The privilege shall terminate upon the death of 

the victim.  

Neither the domestic violence counselor/advocate nor the victim shall waive the privilege of 

confidential communications by reporting facts of physical or sexual assault under Chapter 63 



 
 

 
 

(relating to child protective services), a Federal or State mandatory reporting statute, or a local 

mandatory reporting ordinance. For purposes of 23 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 6116 (relating to 

confidentiality), a victim is a person against whom abuse is committed who consults a domestic 

violence counselor or advocate to secure advice, counseling, or assistance. The term shall also 

include persons who have a significant relationship with the victim and who seek advice, 

counseling, or assistance from a domestic violence counselor or advocate regarding the abuse of 

the victim. 

 

C. Initial Response and Meeting 

Victim advocates and/or HT caseworkers should be aware of the common signs of sex 

trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE), make an inquiry where appropriate, and 

respond in a trauma-informed manner to the suspected victim. Following a suspicion of sex 

trafficking or CSE, a victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should assess and respond to any 

basic needs, as well as assess any immediate safety needs and begin safety planning with the 

victim (See section C, ñNeeds Assessmentò).  

If an adult victim of sex trafficking or CSE is referred to a victim service agency, then a victim 

advocate and/or HT caseworker should connect with the victim within 24 hours.  Depending 

upon the nature of the referral, a victim service provider may connect with the victim using 

various means (i.e. in-person, virtually, etc.). Upon meeting with the victim of sex trafficking or 

CSE, the victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should begin the process of conducting a needs 

assessment and safety planning with the victim as outlined above. 

 

If the suspected victim has limited English proficiency (LEP), service providers should first 

empower the victim to express how they would feel most comfortable communicating. If the 

victim feels uncomfortable with in-person interpretation services, then utilize telephone 

interpretation services. Conversely, if a victim feels uncomfortable with using telephone 

interpretation services, then use in-person interpretation services. Only trained professionals may 

be used for interpretation. Do not use any accompanying person or family member for 

interpretation (See Appendix C, Section 1.3, ñLanguage Servicesò). 

 

D. Needs Assessment 

Upon the first contact, victim service providers should conduct an assessment to determine the 

individual needs of each victim. Victim service providers are to collaborate with a suspected 

victim to identify their immediate and long-term needs. (See Appendix C, Best Practices for 

Providing Services to Victims of Sex Trafficking). 

 

Immediate needs may include, but are not limited to the following:  

 

Ǐ Food; 



 
 

 
 

Ǐ Clothing; 

Ǐ Language services; 

Ǐ Personal care and hygiene items; 

Ǐ Housing 

Ǐ Comfort items; 

Ǐ Transportation; and  

Ǐ Access to personal technology (See Appendix C, Section 1, Basic Needs). 

 

Long term needs may include but are not limited to the following:  

 

Ǐ Mental health treatment; 

Ǐ Substance use disorder treatment; 

Ǐ Immigration relief; 

Ǐ Legal support; 

Ǐ Medical treatment; and  

Ǐ Case management and service planning (See Appendix C, Section 2, Services).  

 

Victim Advocates/Sexual Assault Counselors and/or HT caseworkers should work alongside the 

suspected victim of trafficking to first assist with meeting their basic needs. It is best practice for 

service providers to make referrals for immediate needs once the needs assessment is completed; 

however, a suspected victim of trafficking should only be connected to services and supports if 

they so choose. Service providers must follow their internal procedures for referring clients to 

other agencies, which may include obtaining clientsô written permission. Victim service 

providers should make referrals to organizations and agencies which are equipped and capable of 

providing programs and services in a manner that is trauma-informed and person-centered.  

 

Victim service providers should see Appendix C for a detailed explanation of how to best 

support trafficking victims in accessing the aforementioned immediate and long-term needs. 

Each of the immediate and long-term needs listed above is addressed at-length in Appendix C, 

and information on local community resources is provided to assist service providers in the 

referral-making process. Due to the comprehensive nature and length of this content, it is 

included as a separate appendix. Service providers are strongly encouraged to read Appendix C 

in its entirety.   

 

E. Safety Planning 

Service providers must engage in varying levels of safety planning with victims of sex 

trafficking as soon as possible. Victim service providers should assist the victim in developing a 

safety plan that works best for their unique circumstances and honors their personal needs and 

strengths. This should include planning for physical and emotional safety. Physical safety 

planning can include discussions about safe ways to use technology, protecting important 

personal documents, and keeping numbers for emergency lines easily accessible. Emotional 



 
 

 
 

safety planning can include identifying safe people in their lives, coping mechanisms, 

recognition of triggers, and education around important hotlines (See Appendix C, Best 

Practices, Section 1.2, ñSafety Planning,ò for more detailed information on how to effectively 

safety plan with suspected victims of sex trafficking). 

F. Multidisciplinary Team (MDT)  Approach 

After an initial needs assessment is completed, dependent upon the case, there may be more than 

one agency working with a victim (e.g. an anti-human trafficking organization providing mobile 

case management, the rape crisis center providing hospital accompaniment, and law enforcement 

investigating the case).  Victim service providers and law enforcement will be transparent and 

explain their roles to the suspected victim of sex trafficking. Victims will  be the ñdriverò of the 

services they receive, which includes taking the lead in deciding which resources they will 

accept.  

Any of the agencies working with the client may present to the victim the option an MDT 

approach. If the victim of suspected sex trafficking chooses an MDT approach, victim service 

providers will obtain a release of information for those involved in the MDT before proceeding 

with the MDT approach. Victim service providers must follow confidentiality guidelines under 

their respective statutes when communicating with other members of the MDT. An MDT 

meeting occurs when the various agencies and entities that are working with a victim convene 

with the victimôs consent to discuss and support the needs of that victim. Members of the MDT 

will be transparent with the victim on the content of meetings and discussions between the 

members of the victimôs team. The MDT should meet with the victim, if requested. Any referrals 

or items discussed are thoroughly explained to the victim and they are educated on the various 

systems involved. All members of the MDT will provide the victim with the option of one or 

several breaks throughout these meetings. It is a best practice that meetings should not last longer 

than an hour. The emotional, physical, psychological, and relational safety of the victim is 

always prioritized during the MDT approach.       

 

If at any point the victim decides to revoke consent to the release of information, the service 

agency will comply and immediately cease interagency communications moving forward. 

 

G. Relevant Protections for Undocumented Victims 

Victims who do not have legal status in the county may fear the involvement of the government 

and other agencies in their life will result in deportation. Victim service providers need to be 

aware that certain protections are available for victims of crimes who are undocumented.  

Pennsylvania has resources available to victims of human trafficking and included in this section 

are related available federal immigration assistance. Victim service providers should make 

referrals, when appropriate, to agencies that retain attorneys who can support victims in applying 

for these protections and support them throughout the legal process. 



 
 

 
 

These resources include temporary visas and other protections, known as the ñTò visa, the ñUò 

visa, and ñcontinued presenceò status. 

1. ñTò Visa: The ñTò visa is a non-immigrant visa which protects individuals who the 

Attorney General determines is a victim of a severe form of trafficking.  This visa applies 

to federal investigations and prosecutions, and it is limited to 5,000 people during a fiscal 

year.  

 

2. ñUò Visa: The ñUò visa is a non-immigrant visa that can be sought by victims of certain 

crimes who are currently assisted or who previously assisted law enforcement in the 

investigation or prosecution of a crime, or who are likely to be helpful in the investigation 

or prosecution of criminal activity. It permits the individual to remain in the United States 

for up to four years. 

 

Ǐ Qualifying crimes include abduction, abusive sexual contact, blackmail, 

domestic violence, extortion, false imprisonment, felonious assault, female 

genital mutilation, being held hostage, incest, involuntary servitude, 

kidnapping, manslaughter, murder, obstruction of justice, peonage, perjury, 

prostitution, rape, sexual assault, sexual exploitation, slave trade, torture, 

trafficking, witness tampering, unlawful criminal restraint, and other related 

crimes including any substantially similar elements.  

 

Ǐ ñUò visa eligibility requires the law enforcement certification USCIS Form I-

918, Supplement B, U Nonimmigrant Status Certification form. This form 

serves as primary evidence that the person was a victim of trafficking and 

complied with reasonable requests from law enforcement. 

 

Ǐ This particular visa applies to federal, state, and local investigations and 

prosecutions. 

 

3. ñContinued presenceò status: A victim of human trafficking who is a potential witness 

against a trafficker may be eligible for this temporary immigration status. Federal 

officials must submit these types of applications.  The status lasts for one year, but it is 

renewable. This status does not require cooperation by the victim, charges being filed 

against the trafficker, or acceptance of a trafficking case for prosecution. This status can 

be authorized solely based on a credible uncorroborated victim statement. 

 

III.  Social Services Agency Response  

Social services agencies in the community work to deliver public services to individuals and 

families and can vary widely in the scope of their work, as well as the population that they serve.  

Social service agencies are well-positioned to identify sex trafficking victims and those who are 

at a high-risk to become trafficked. Staff at social service agencies must be aware of the 

indicators of sex trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE). 



 
 

 
 

  

A. Suspicion of Trafficking 

If a social service provider suspects that an individual who is 18 years or older may be a 

trafficking victim, the social service provider should provide the individual with information 

about local victim services agencies that may be able to meet the individualôs expressed needs. 

Agencies that may be well-positioned to meet the needs of a suspected victim of trafficking 

include an anti-trafficking organization, the local rape crisis center, domestic violence agency, or 

any other local victim service agency. If the suspected sex trafficking victim expresses that they 

would like to be connected with a victim service agency, then the social service provider should 

support the individual throughout this process. The social service provider can introduce and 

connect the suspected victim with the victim advocate and/or HT caseworker employed by the 

victim service agency. The social service provider should also provide information about local 

and statewide hotlines, as well as the National Human Trafficking Hotline [1-888-373-7888], 

should the victim want to utilize this resource. If the individual expresses that they would like 

support in contacting a hotline, a social service should support the victim throughout this 

process. 

 

If the victim does not consent to contact a victim service agency and/or hotline for support, then 

it is recommended that the social service provider suggest working out a safety plan with the 

individual (See Appendix C, Section 1.2, ñSafety Planningò). The suspected victim of trafficking 

should always be provided with the information needed to make an informed decision, but it is 

ultimately the individualôs decision whether or not they would like to receive services. If the 

victim chooses to continue receiving services from the social service agency, the service provider 

should continue to build rapport and establish trust with the individual. Social service providers 

should meet the suspected victim of sex trafficking where they are at in their journey, as well as 

respect and honor the victimôs voice and choice (see Section B for more detailed information). 

      

If the social service provider is unsure whether a situation qualifies as a trafficking case, the 

provider should contact the National Human Trafficking Hotline [1-888-373-7888] and/or other 

applicable local hotlines for technical assistance and support.  

 

B. Engaging and Communicating with Victims of Trafficking  

When working with victims of trafficking, reliability, consistency, and honesty must all be 

demonstrated by social service agencies. Victims of sex trafficking often have a history of being 

lied to, coerced, and manipulated. Social service providers should be straightforward about the 

support that they can provide and set realistic expectations for the victim. Social service agencies 

must be careful not to adopt a ñsavior mentality,ò as this mentality suggests that a person is 

capable of rescuing or saving someone from their problems and situation. Conversely, victims 

should be recognized as the authors and experts of their own stories, and social service providers 

should operate to empower the victim in making their own decisions. By valuing the self-

determination of victims, social service agencies give power back to victims who historically 

have had power taken from them (See Appendix C, Best Practices for Providing Services to 

Victims of Sex Trafficking). 



 
 

 
 

 

IV. Healthcare Provider Response 

 

A. The Healthcare Setting and Staff 

The healthcare setting provides a unique opportunity to identify, and respond to, victims of sex 

trafficking. Healthcare staff is well-positioned to identify trafficking victims, as many trafficking 

victims report receiving healthcare services during their exploitation. However, data also reveals 

that many victims who encounter healthcare providers are not identified as such and are 

consequently not provided with information on available resources7. All healthcare staff must 

understand the warning signs of trafficking, as well as how to provide a trauma-informed 

response to suspected victims of trafficking. All healthcare staff should follow the sex trafficking 

protocol to assure a seamless flow of activities. 

 

i. Identifying Trafficking Victims  

Healthcare staff should be trained in understanding and identifying red flags for sex trafficking. 

Healthcare staff should be able to recognize general warning signs that may indicate trafficking 

(See Appendix A, The Red Flags for Human Sex Trafficking Card), as well as indicators that are 

specific to the healthcare setting. Staff should be aware that certain physical and psychological 

problems occur more often among trafficking victims as a result of being forced, frauded, and/or 

coerced into violent and dangerous situations. Health problems that may indicate a likelihood of 

trafficking include: 

 

Ǐ Multiple or recurrent sexually transmitted infections; 

Ǐ Pregnancy (secondary to rape and/or prostitution); 

Ǐ Bruises, scars, signs of abuse and/or torture; 

Ǐ Trauma to vagina and/or rectum; 

Ǐ Substance Use Disorder; 

Ǐ Overdose; 

Ǐ Malnourishment; 

Ǐ Dental problems; 

Ǐ Infections like tuberculosis; 

Ǐ Undetected/untreated diseases (e.g. diabetes, cancer); 

Ǐ Psychological trauma, depression, stress, disorientation, confusion, phobias, panic 

attacks. 

 

ii.  Suspicion of Trafficking 

                                                           
7 Lumpkin, Carolyn Liu, and Adriana Taboada. Rep. Identification and Referral for Human Trafficking Survivors in 

Health Care Settings: Survey Report. Los Angeles, California: Coalition to Abolish Slavery and Trafficking, 

2017.  
 



 
 

 
 

Hospitals and healthcare settings have their own internal policies and procedures which should 

be followed by staff. The following policies outlined for frontline and healthcare providers 

should be followed only when in compliance with the Health Insurance Portability and 

Accountability Act (HIPAA) and internal protocols.  

 

Frontline healthcare staff should attend to the patientôs health care needs. If healthcare staff 

identify red flags and suspects the patient may be a victim of trafficking, then a local victim 

service agency with experience and specialization in hospital accompaniment should be called. A 

victim advocate and/or HT caseworker will  arrive on-site at the healthcare facility to meet with 

the suspected victim of trafficking and explain the services that they can provide to the 

individual. The victim has the right to choose whether to accept the services being offered by the 

victim advocate and/or HT caseworker. If healthcare staff is uncertain if a situation qualifies as a 

suspected trafficking case, contact the National Human Trafficking Hotline [1-888-373-7888]. 

 

If the patient declines the offered services, the victim advocate and/or HT caseworker will offer 

the patient information regarding local, statewide, and national resources, as well as offer to 

work out a safety plan with them (See Appendix C, Section 1.2, ñSafety Planningò). A victim 

should be encouraged to reach out to service agencies of their choice to obtain access to needed 

services. 

 

If the patient is under 18 years of age, then healthcare providers will immediately contact 

ChildLine [1-800-932-0313] and follow the mandated reporting procedure (See Montgomery 

County Sex Trafficking Response Protocol for Minors).  

 

Healthcare staff should ensure that they are not placing themselves and/or the victim at an 

increased risk of danger. If there is an immediate danger posed to the suspected sex trafficking 

victim or the healthcare site staff, then staff should call 911. It is beneficial for staff to know if 

the local police department has been trained about human trafficking and has specific policies 

regarding the issue. 

 

iii.  Communicating and Engaging with Suspected Victims 

Frontline healthcare staff have limited time with patients, and the healthcare setting is both 

demanding and fast-paced. However, healthcare staff are encouraged to build trust and rapport 

with patients they may suspect are victims of trafficking and remember that building trust 

requires patience and determination. To identify and appropriately respond to victims, healthcare 

staff should practice good communication skills. This includes asking open-ended questions, 

allowing for few interruptions, and providing a private place for the patient to talk.  

 

Best practices for engaging with a possible victim include:  

 



 
 

 
 

Ǐ Beginning the conversation by first meeting immediate needs (e.g. providing food, water, 

or a blanket); 

Ǐ Asking about the suspected victimôs safety; 

Ǐ Sitting at eye level with the suspected victim; and 

Ǐ Maintaining eye contact. 

 

Healthcare staff should never use the accompanying person for interpretation services, as the 

accompanying person could be the victimôs trafficker or exploiter (For more information on how 

to provide interpretation and/or translation in a culturally sensitive manner, See Appendix C, 

Section 1.3, ñLanguage Servicesò). When communicating with a suspected victim of trafficking, 

to protect both the safety of the victim and of staff, it is important to be aware of who is in the 

room when questions are being asked. The individual, when appropriate, should be separated 

from any accompanying persons. Healthcare staff should also not ask about the patientôs 

immigration status.  

 

iv. Health Examination  

The person accompanying the patient may be their trafficker or someone involved in their 

exploitation. The patient should always be given the choice to determine whether they would like 

the accompanying person to be present during the health examination. If the patient expresses 

that they would like to be separated from the accompanying person, the healthcare provider 

should complete a thorough health examination and necessary documentation only when the 

accompanying person is removed from the room.   

  

Depending upon the county and unique situation, a Forensic Nurse Examiner (FNE) may be 

notified to conduct a forensic exam. If a forensic exam is conducted, a victim advocate from the 

sexual assault and/or rape crisis center should be notified using the agencyôs hotline. The victim 

advocate will arrive on-site at the healthcare setting to offer accompaniment services to the 

victim. Advocates are trained to provide comprehensive, confidential support to sexual assault 

survivors. Advocates can be present during the medical forensic examination if requested by the 

victim and can assist victims with making a report to law enforcement. Advocates can provide 

options to help victims stay safe, access their civil legal options, and understand the criminal 

justice system. The advocate will present all options for support which may include calling and 

referring to other victim service agencies specialized in working with trafficking victims. In 

cases where there is a forensic examination is conducted, a victim should be informed in advance 

that law enforcement is responsible for obtaining the kit from the medical setting. 

 

v. Reporting to Law Enforcement  

It is important to note that hospitals may have policies that require healthcare providers to report 

a crime to law enforcement. Hospitals should have ñéprocedures for determining whether other 

laws ï whether state, local or federal ï may require disclosure to the law enforcement official 



 
 

 
 

under the specific circumstances presented by the request.ò8 While frontline or medical personal 

may be required to disclose information to law enforcement in certain cases, this in no way 

requires the victim to speak with law enforcement. When a report to law enforcement is required, 

ñépatients should be informed of the legal obligations of health care personnel, what triggers a 

mandatory report, that a report is being made, and the contents of the report. Patients should 

understand that even if health care personnel make a mandatory report, they are not obligated to 

talk with law enforcement officials.ò9 The victim should be provided with thorough information 

about their rights and privileges, as well as reporting consequences, so that they can make their 

own well-informed choice about whether they want to speak with law enforcement. 

 

V. Law Enforcement Response 

 

A. Initial Reports  

There is no single source from which law enforcement will receive information relating to 

suspected trafficking.  Reports of suspected trafficking may be received via a report for 

suspected prostitution or a specific tip regarding suspected trafficking from the Polaris Project, a 

non-profit organization that works to combat human trafficking globally, or from the 

Pennsylvania State Police. In such circumstances, law enforcement may choose to conduct 

proactive investigations to address the demand in that particular location; or conduct a more 

focused investigation where a particular person has been identified as a potential perpetrator or 

victim.  

Furthermore, there are varying levels of law enforcement in Pennsylvania, each with its own sets 

of rules and laws to enforce and agency protocols by which they must abide. Local police 

agencies will generally enforce Township/Borough ordinances as well as State laws. County 

agencies and the Pennsylvania State Police also enforce State statutes, but Federal law 

enforcement, such as The Office of Homeland Security and/or the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation, are charged with enforcing federal laws which may be applied differently than 

State or local laws. Each representative should be well-versed in their respective agencyôs 

protocols and goals, as well as be flexible in working with other law enforcement and non-law 

enforcement service providers for each case.  

i. Suspicions that Arise in Various Police Contacts 

Police most often come into contact with potential victims in various circumstancesði.e. while 

on patrol, during a routine traffic stop, while executing a warrant on an unrelated matter, 

responding to an unrelated call in an area known for prostitution, or planned operations at a 

motel/hotel.  When interacting with individuals present during any call for service, law 

                                                           
8 American Hospital Association, and National Association of Police Organizations. ñGuidelines for Releasing 

Patient Information to Law Enforcement,ò 2017.  
9 Office on Violence Against Women. ñA National Protocol for Sexual Assault Medical Forensic Examinations.ò 

U.S. Department of Justice, April 2013.  



 
 

 
 

enforcement should always be aware of common signs of exploitation, make an inquiry where 

appropriate, and respond accordingly. 

Whenever a law enforcement officer either receives a report of suspected trafficking or comes 

into contact with a suspected trafficking victim, the officer should focus on the following as early 

as possible: 

Ǐ Ensuring the safety and wellbeing of the victim, including medical attention where 

appropriate; 

Ǐ Collaborating with a victim service agency to ensure the victim is supported, safe and 

their basic needs are being met [early in the process]; 

Ǐ Conducting an investigation, including the collection and preservation of evidence & 

conducting interviews. 

Law enforcement should always engage with suspected victims of trafficking in a trauma-

informed manner. Law enforcementôs knowledge of trauma and complex traumaôs impact on the 

whole person should guide their interactions with victims and approach to investigating cases. 

For more information, see Section I(A)(i)  ñVictim-Centered, Trauma-Informed Approach and 

Engagementò and Section V(B)(ii)  ñEngaging & Interacting with Adult Trafficking Victims.ò 

1. Common locations  

There are a variety of locations in our communities that serve as ideal venues for perpetrators of 

sex trafficking to exploit their victims.  The circumstances of these locations foster anonymity, 

easily serve to mask illegal activities and facilitate isolation and control of victims, allowing 

perpetrators to operate unnoticed.  For example, sex trafficking has been found to frequently 

occur in locations such as:  

Ǐ Hotels, rooming houses & extended stays, 

Ǐ Massage parlors, 

Ǐ Private residences, 

Ǐ Transportation centers and truck stops, 

Ǐ On the street. 

2. Signs of Exploitation 

The dynamics between perpetrators of trafficking crimes and their victims are complex, and 

perpetrators often seek to exert power and control over the victim through manipulation, 

coercion/threats, economic means, isolation, and other strategies.  This leads many victims of sex 

trafficking to deny, minimize, or fail to recognize their exploitation, making it impossible to rely 

solely on self-identification.   

There are many warnings signs law enforcement should look for when performing their normal 

duties: 



 
 

 
 

Ǐ Are there circumstances that lead you to suspect the individual is being controlled by 

another person? 

Ǐ Does the person exhibit unusually fearful, anxious, depressed, submissive, nervous, 

or paranoid behavior? 

Ǐ Is the person in control of their own money and/or identification documents?   

Ǐ Is the person not allowed to speak for themselves? 

Ǐ Has the person been ñbranded?ò (i.e. tattoos of names or symbols) 

Ǐ Do they provide inconsistent or inaccurate information regarding their relationship 

with others they are with or with whom they are present? 

Ǐ Do they know what city they are in and/or what day/week it is? 

Ǐ Do they claim to be ñvisitingò and are unable to clarify where they are staying or 

provide an address? 

Ǐ Are they carrying large amounts of cash or multiple luxury items? 

Ǐ Are they showing signs of malnourishment/dehydration, physical/sexual abuse, 

physical restraint, or confinement? 

Ǐ Are they showing signs of substance abuse or addiction? 

Ǐ Are they accompanied by a significantly older individual? 

Ǐ Has the person lied about their age? 

 

a. Law Enforcement Red Flags Card 

To better assist law enforcement in identifying and responding to suspected trafficking, officers 

are encouraged to use the Human Trafficking Red Flags Card (See Appendix A, The Red Flags 

for Human Sex Trafficking Card).   

 

B. Initial Response 

Upon receiving a report of suspected trafficking or identifying a suspected trafficking victim in 

another manner, the responding law enforcement officer should immediately:  

1. Engage with the victim in a respectful and trauma-informed manner; 

2. Assess and respond to any immediate safety or medical needs; 

3. Contact the designated victim service agency in your county that has resources and 

expertise supporting victims of human trafficking. 

 

i. Engaging the Victim Advocate 

Victim advocates should be engaged by law enforcement as soon as possible after identifying a 

suspected victim of sex trafficking. An advocate may be able to build trust and rapport with 

victims of trafficking in a way that law enforcement cannot due to the victimôs possible prior 

history and perspective on the role of law enforcement. Law enforcement should contact a victim 



 
 

 
 

advocate at a victim service agency in the county who is knowledgeable about commercial 

sexual exploitation of children. Based on the county, this may include the county rape crisis 

center, county domestic violence agency, local anti-trafficking organization, and/or any other 

victim service agency in the county. It is recommended that the county designate one victim 

service agency to receive law enforcement referrals to make the initial response to suspected 

trafficking cases as streamlined as possible. 

Although there may be one designated agency to respond to and support victims of human 

trafficking, all service agencies in the county should fully embrace the perspective that each 

member of the STRT has different resources for achieving safety and services to victims. All 

victim service agencies should be equipped and willing to handle a referral and provide support 

and resources that assist with the needs of the victim.  Once the victim is safe and their basic 

needs have been addressed, the responding service agency will refer the victim to the designated 

agency specializing in human trafficking, if the victim is willing to work with the designated 

agency. 

ii.  Engaging & Interacting with Adult Trafficking Victims  

The first point of contact in a case of human trafficking is critical, not just to the investigation, 

but to the well-being and ultimate recovery of the victim.  The first point of contact in a 

trafficking case may be with a law enforcement officer. A first responding officerôs interaction 

with a victim may have a vital impact on the future well-being of the victim as well as their 

courage, self-confidence, and willingness to participate in any subsequent investigation.  Victims 

should always be treated with the utmost compassion, dignity, and respect. 

Law enforcement should practice a trauma-informed approach and utilize engagement and de-

escalation strategies. Law enforcement should work to build rapport with the suspected victim of 

trafficking as soon as possible. The law enforcement officer should also meet the basic needs of 

a victim early in the process., and this may be done effectively with the support of a victim 

advocate. Beginning a conversation inquiring about basic needs such as, ñWhen is the last time 

you ate?ò, ñWhat do you need right now?ò, or ñWhen is the last time you slept?ò is a trauma-

informed approach and by doing their best to fulfill those needs, an officer may better establish 

rapport and build trust with a victim. Throughout the process of working alongside a victim of 

trafficking, a law enforcement officer should be clear and consistent with their timeframes, 

ensuring realistic and potential outcomes are shared with the victim. Victims may be triggered by 

interactions with authorities like law enforcement due to their prior history and unique 

experiential perspective. Every effort must be made to engage with the victim in a trauma-

informed manner, regardless of if their demeanor is uncooperative or combative.  

 

Every victim should be provided with supports from an anti-trafficking organization, local rape 

crisis center, domestic violence program, and other victim service providers, whether they 

choose to cooperate with law enforcement or not. All victims should, at a minimum, be provided 

with the hotline numbers and contact information for relevant victim services agencies.    

 

iii.  Forensic Evidence & Medical Examinations 



 
 

 
 

It is important to provide information about the availability of forensic medical examinations to 

sex trafficking victims.  If the last known sexual encounter occurred within 120 hours, the victim 

should be provided with information about a forensic medical examination. If more than 120 

hours have passed, a forensic examination of the individual for trace or DNA evidence may not 

be productive because the likelihood of collecting DNA evidence is minimal; however, evidence 

of injuries, such as bruising or scarring, may be identified and documented for a significantly 

longer period.  Additionally, the victim may still benefit from a specialized trauma-informed 

examination and treatment for sexually transmitted infection (STI), pregnancy, 

dehydration/malnourishment, or physical abuse.  

A victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should explain the full range of options to the victim 

and so that the victim can make an informed decision. An individualôs cooperation with law 

enforcement is not a prerequisite to forensic or other medical evaluations and treatment.  . 

C. Criminal Investigation & Prosecution 

 

i. Unique Aspects of/Issues in Human Trafficking Investigations 

 

1. Collection & Preservation of Evidence in trafficking cases & 

the importance of electronic evidenceðcell phones & other 

electronic devices, and social media  

 

Electronic evidence is crucial in a prosecution for sex trafficking.   It can make or break a case 

and must be obtained, documented, and stored within policies, procedures, and the law.  

Electronic evidence can aid in the investigative process in many ways.  It can provide 

information about persons, places, times, etc.  It can also document elements of the crime(s) 

committed, show a course of conduct, and show knowledge, intent, and/or admission(s) of guilt 

by a suspect(s) just to name a few.  This can happen through typed words, voice, and/or 

photographs.  It is important to: 

Ǐ Obtain custody of the device legally; 

Ǐ Use best practices to preserve the integrity of the device and its content; 

Ǐ Obtain passcodes (if possible); 

Ǐ Keep a proper chain of custody for the device;  

Ǐ Obtain and document the deviceôs content legally; 

Ǐ If appropriate, send a preservation order to social media companies to preserve potential 

evidence.  Then, follow up to obtain the information legally. 

If there are any questions regarding the appropriate legal procedure (consent, court order, search 

warrant, etc.) in obtaining the device or its content, consult with the District Attorneyôs Office 

(See Section III, Prosecutorô Role).   

Human trafficking investigations are unique for law enforcement in that there is rarely a 

definitive ñcrime sceneò for evidence to be easily identified and collected. Victims of human 

trafficking may be found in hotel rooms, cars, or simply out on the street. Oftentimes, the 



 
 

 
 

evidence indicating that a person is being trafficked is located within their belongings. 

Investigators should look for: 

Ǐ Multiple key cards for hotels; 

Ǐ Fast food wrappers; 

Ǐ Multiple phones; other electronic devices 

Ǐ Condoms/empty condom wrappers; 

Ǐ Paper with internet sites listed; 

Ǐ The holding of anotherôs identification; 

Ǐ Drug paraphernalia/dependency; 

Ǐ Recent, visible branding/tattooing showing ñownership;ò 

Ǐ Jewelry and/or accessories that seem expensive, excessive, or out-of-place. 

In many instances of human trafficking, the victims are not permitted to keep cellular phones 

with them unless they are actively engaged in a commercial sex act. If law enforcement does 

encounter a victim of human trafficking who has a cell phone, valuable information is likely 

contained within that device, such as: 

Ǐ Telephone numbers, call log, text messages; 

Ǐ GPS can show prior locations; 

Ǐ Rideshare apps showing prior hotel or sex buyersô locations; 

Ǐ Advertisements for sex; 

Ǐ Credit card/financial information (e.g. Apple Wallet, Venmo, BitCoin); 

Ǐ Hotel rewards applications; 

Ǐ Contact info for sex-seller ï ñDaddyò or ñBF;ò 

Ǐ Limited other saved contacts; 

Ǐ Social media accounts. 

Lawful search and seizure of evidence will depend on the circumstances that are presented to the 

investigator. Remember to evaluate the totality of the circumstances and document everything 

that is said and/or observed. A signed ñConsent to Searchò form is better than verbal consent. 

Investigators should always document conditions and injuries in a report and take photographs.  

Law enforcement must also remember that Local Rule of Criminal Procedure 201 requires 

approval by the District Attorneyôs Office for any search warrant related to an investigation 

under the following statutes:  

­  Rape (18 Pa.C.S. §3121)  

­  Involuntary Deviate Sexual Intercourse (18 Pa.C.S. §3123)  

­  Sexual Assault (18 Pa.C.S. §3124.1)  

­  Institutional Sexual Assault (18 Pa.C.S. §3124.2)  

­  Aggravated Indecent Assault (18 Pa.C.S. §3125)  

­  Indecent Assault (18 Pa.C.S. §3126) (victim less than 16 years old)  

­  Incest (18 Pa.C.S. §4302)  

­  Sexual Abuse of Children (18 Pa.C.S. §6312)  

­  Unlawful Contact with a Minor (18 Pa.C.S. §6318)  



 
 

 
 

­  Attempt, Conspiracy, or Solicitation to Commit any Above Offense 

 

2. Interviewing suspected trafficking victimsða trauma-

informed, victim-centered approach     

Rapport building is especially important in human trafficking investigations as it helps to create 

an environment in which a trafficking victim may be able to share more openly about their 

exploitation. Due to the complex and unique experience of human trafficking victims, rapport 

building may require multiple contacts with the victim before conducting a comprehensive 

interview.  All contacts with a victim must be properly documented, and investigators must 

follow the existing policies and procedures of their departments. It is imperative to note that sex 

trafficking investigations can take months, and more likely years, to see a resolution on various 

levels, but that the victimôs health and well-being should always be the primary focus of all 

service providers involved.  

 

If  the victim is ready to move forward with a criminal investigation, law enforcement with 

specific training in interviewing trauma victims should conduct a comprehensive interview. 

Especially in trafficking investigations, a comprehensive interview may be time-consuming and 

an interviewing officer must dedicate the appropriate amount of time to conduct the interview. 

Engaging a victim advocate and/or HT caseworker to support and advocate for the victimôs 

needs during interviewing and providing statements can be beneficial to the overall wellbeing of 

the victim.  

The purpose of the comprehensive interview is to provide as complete a picture as possible of the 

exploitation at issue.  It is an opportunity for the victim to reflect on and recall details of their 

victimization that they may not have remembered, been too embarrassed or afraid to share, or 

suppressed upon initial contact with law enforcement or medical personnel.   

Investigators should work to minimize, as much as is practicable, re-victimization during the 

comprehensive interview. The comfort of the victim should also be considered during the 

interview, and the interviewing officer should offer breaks during the interview where 

appropriate.  Law enforcement should understand that each victim is unique and consider how to 

approach each victim individually based on:  

Ǐ Trauma suffered; 

Ǐ Cultural differences; 

Ǐ Cognitive ability; 

Ǐ Fear; 

Ǐ Self-blame; 

Ǐ Race; 

Ǐ Ethnicity; 

Ǐ Age; 

Ǐ English language proficiency; 

Ǐ Gender identity; 



 
 

 
 

Ǐ Sexual orientation; 

Ǐ Prior experience with the justice system or law enforcement 

Ǐ Immigration status; 

Ǐ Any other factors that may impact a victim's ability to provide clear and concise 

details of their victimization. 

A victim-centered approach to interviewing in these cases is crucial. Every effort should be made 

to first meet a victimôs basic needs prior to an interview. Important steps and considerations for 

the interview include: 

Ǐ Work at the victimôs pace; 

Ǐ Establish a rapport with the victim before the interview; 

Ǐ Explain the process and why questions are necessary; 

Ǐ Allow the victim to ask questions before beginning the interview; 

Ǐ Encourage the victim to provide comprehensive details about their victimization; 

Ǐ Ask the victim about sensory details that are often imprinted and recalled more 

vividly after experiencing a traumatic event, such as visual images, smells, 

sounds, or sense of touch; 

Ǐ Minimize interruption while the victim is answering a question, and instead, ask 

follow-up questions after the victim has concluded their answer; 

Ǐ Acknowledge the impact of trauma during the interview including on oneôs ability 

to recall events in chronological order; 

Ǐ Recognize that all individuals respond uniquely to trauma and do not rely solely 

on the individualôs emotional response or lack thereof to evaluate credibility. 

 

3. Barriers to Reporting 

It is not unusual for a victim of human trafficking to be reluctant about reporting their 

victimization to law enforcement.  Similarly, it is not uncommon for a victim who already 

reported exploitation to recant.  

 

There are many reasons why victims often deny, minimize or recant.  Human trafficking victims 

suffer complex and multi-layered trauma during their time with their traffickers and, as a result, 

often present with a unique set of physical and emotional signs and symptoms.  They experience 

confusing and often conflicting emotions ranging from fear to love and loyalty.  Some victims 

are ashamed to admit they have been involved in the commercial sex industry, even though it 

was under duress.  They fear the loss of friends, family, or community reputation, and fear 

retaliation. They also fear future repercussions of admitting to engaging in sex work, including 

the loss of potential educational or professional opportunities in the future and fear of possible 

criminal prosecution. 

They may also fear future repercussions of admitting to involvement in the commercial sex 

industry, including the loss of potential educational or professional opportunities in the future 

and possible criminal prosecution. Victims may also be reluctant or unwilling to report due to 

prior negative experiences with responders and systems that further traumatized them, either 

intentionally or unintentionally.   



 
 

 
 

All  these issues require investigators to adopt a distinct approach to interacting with, questioning, 

and interviewing trafficking victims.  By understanding and in some cases acknowledging the 

following factors, law enforcement may encourage participation and avoid recantation: 

 

Ǐ Feelings of embarrassment and shame; 

Ǐ Fear of the future and the ability to meet basic needs without the perpetratorôs 

assistance; 

Ǐ Fear of retaliation; 

Ǐ Desire to put their victimization behind them and ñmove on;ò 

Ǐ Anxiety over having to face the perpetrator in court; 

Ǐ Pressure from the perpetrator, friends, or others in the community; 

Ǐ Concern about the likely outcome of a prosecution; 

Ǐ Concern that the victim will not be believed. 

 

When encountering a reluctant or recanting victim, law enforcement should remember that the 

victimôs participation should always be respectfully encouraged and never coerced: 

  

Ǐ Engage in a victim-centered fashion; 

Ǐ Acknowledge the difficulties and risk to a victim who chooses to make a report; 

Ǐ Acknowledge and, where possible eliminate, the factors outlined above; 

Ǐ Document any inconsistencies with the understanding that a recantation of one or 

more aspects of a prior statement does not mean there has been a completely false 

report; 

Ǐ Understand that various factors affect a victim's willingness to participate and/or 

recant.  

VI.  Prosecutor Response  

Due to the unique and complex nature of human trafficking cases, the best outcomes are 

achieved when handled by a consistent team of specially trained professionals.  To this end, law 

enforcement should contact the District Attorneyôs Office to request a prosecutor be assigned 

early on in an investigation of suspected human trafficking.  The assigned prosecutor will work 

together with the investigator and a victim advocate, and through consistency establish a rapport 

with the victim. Where criminal charges are filed, the assigned prosecutor should continue to 

handle the case through its final disposition.   

 

This model provides stability and comfort to victims who are often understandably distrustful 

and reluctant to move forward with a criminal investigation and/or prosecution.  Providing 

stability builds victim confidence and trust, and in turn, enhances willingness to cooperate with 

prosecution.  Also, having the same prosecutor handle a case from investigation through final 



 
 

 
 

disposition minimizes the delay and disruption which might accompany transferring a case to a 

new prosecutor who must familiarize themselves with the case and begin the rapport-building 

process with the victim. 

 

A. Working with Sex Trafficking Victims After Initiation of Criminal Charges  

Just like a first responding officer, prosecutors must recognize how their interactions with a 

victim will have a significant impact on the victimôs future well-being as well as their continued 

cooperation through the final disposition of any criminal case.  Prosecutors should always be 

engaging and trauma-informed (See Section I(A)(i) ñVictim-Centered, Trauma-Informed 

Approach and Engagement). However, it is equally important for prosecutors to maintain 

professionalism and objectivity and make clear their unique role in the criminal justice system. 

Prosecutors should thoroughly explain their role to victims of trafficking, as well as clearly share 

how they can support victims throughout the legal process. It is important for prosecutors to set 

realistic expectations and timelines for victims of trafficking, as well as explain what intended 

and unintended consequences could arise as a result of moving forward in the criminal justice 

process. 

 

When appropriate, the prosecutor, an investigator, and/or victim advocate, should meet with the 

victim to introduce themselves, explain their role and the criminal justice process, and build 

rapport with the victim.  Such a meeting will assist in establishing a relationship of trust that is 

important to ensure the victim is supported and heard throughout the case.   

 

Although the prosecutor ultimately maintains sole discretion regarding how a case proceeds from 

investigation through prosecution, input from the victim is an important aspect of the decision-

making process. Victims should feel comfortable that prosecutors will effectively explain each 

stage of the criminal justice process and adequately prepare them for any proceeding where their 

appearance may be necessary. 

i. Relevant Criminal Statutes 

The prosecutor plays a critical role in the outcome of human trafficking cases. Perhaps the most 

critical aspect of this role is the decision to prosecute or not prosecute after evaluating the 

evidence collected during the investigation with an eye toward the ultimate burden of proof: 

beyond a reasonable doubt. 

The following is a list of the criminal statutes specific to trafficking.  Other, non-trafficking 

offenses may also be appropriate depending on the facts and circumstances revealed by the 

investigation.   

1. Buyer Beware Act 

On April 6, 2020, new legislation became effective that refocused criminal penalties to punishing 

traffickers and sex buyers.  In brief, the Act increases the grading of some trafficking offenses; 

increases the penalties for sex buyers; and removes recidivist penalties for prostituted people. 



 
 

 
 

The following is a list of the criminal statutes specific to trafficking.  Other, non-trafficking 

offenses may also be appropriate depending on the facts and circumstances revealed by the 

investigation.   

2. Definitions 18 Pa. C.S. 3001 

ñVictim of human traffickingò or ñvictim:ò an individual who has been subjected to human 

trafficking.  

ñHuman trafficking:ò any activity in violation of section 3011 (relating to trafficking in 

individuals) either alone or in conjunction with an activity in violation of section 3012 (relating 

to involuntary servitude). 

ñInvoluntary servitude:ò labor servitude or sexual servitude. 

ñSexual servitude:ò Any sex act or performance involving a sex act for which anything of value 

is directly or indirectly given, promised to or received by any individual or which is performed 

or provided by any individual and is induced or obtained from: 

(1) A minor, 

(2) Any other individual by any of the means set forth in section 3012(b). 

ñSex act:ò any touching or exposure of the sexual or other intimate parts of any individual for 

the purpose of gratifying sexual desire of any individual.  

 

3. Trafficking in Individuals, 18 Pa. C.S. 3011(a) 

The offense of Trafficking in Individu als requires the following elements be proven beyond a 

reasonable doubt: 

 

Ǐ the defendant recruited, enticed, solicited, advertised, harbored, transported, provided, 

obtained, or maintained an individual; 

Ǐ the defendant knew or recklessly disregarded the risk that the individual would be 

subject to involuntary servitude; OR  

Ǐ the defendant knowingly benefited financially or received anything of value from any 

act that the defendant knew facilitated the recruitment, enticement, solicitation, 

advertisement, harboring, transportation, provision, obtaining, maintaining, or 

advertising a person who would be subject to involuntary servitude 

 

4. Involuntary Servitude, 18 Pa. C.S. 3012 

The offense of Involuntary Servitude  requires the following elements be proven beyond a 

reasonable doubt: 

Ǐ the defendant subjected an individual to labor servitude or sexual servitude 

Ǐ the defendant did so through any of the following means:  



 
 

 
 

o Causing or threatening to cause serious harm to any individual 

o Physically restraining or threatening to physically restrain another individual. 

o Kidnapping or attempting to kidnap any individual 

o Abusing or threatening to abuse the legal process 

o Taking or retaining the individual's personal property or real property as a 

means of coercion 

o Engaging in unlawful conduct with respect to documents, as defined in section 

3014 

o Extortion 

o Fraud 

o Criminal coercion, as defined in section 2906 

o Duress, through the use of or threat to use unlawful force against the person or 

another 

o Debt coercion 

o Facilitating or controlling the individual's access to a controlled substance 

o Using any scheme, plan, or pattern intended to cause the individual to believe 

that, if the individual does not perform the labor, services, acts, or 

performances, that individual or another individual will suffer serious harm or 

physical restraint 

Ǐ the defendant did so knowingly 

 

5. Patronizing a Victim of Sexual Servitude, 18 Pa. C.S. 3013 

The offense of Patronizing a Victim of Sexual Servitude requires the following elements be 

proven beyond a reasonable doubt: 

 

Ǐ the defendant engaged in a sex act or performance with another individual, meaning 

any touching or exposure of the sexual or other intimate parts of any individual for 

the purpose of gratifying sexual desire of any other individual 

Ǐ the individual with whom the sex act or performance was performed was a victim of 

human trafficking, meaning they were recruited, enticed, solicited, harbored, 

transported, provided, obtained, or maintained in a condition of involuntary servitude 

Ǐ the defendant engaged in the sex act or performance knowing or with reckless 

disregard for the fact that the individual with whom the act or performance was 

committed was a victim of human trafficking 

 

6. Promoting Prostitution, 18 Pa. C.S. 5902(b) 

The offense of Promoting Prostitution  requires the following elements be proven beyond a 

reasonable doubt: 

Ǐ the defendant knowingly promoted prostitution of another person;  

Ǐ the defendant did so by any of the following means:  



 
 

 
 

o owning, controlling, managing, supervising, or otherwise keeping, alone or in 

association with others, a house of prostitution or a prostitution business 

o procuring an inmate for a house of prostitution or a place in a house of 

prostitution for one who would be an inmate 

o encouraging, inducing, or otherwise intentionally causing another to become 

or remain a prostitute 

OR 

Ǐ the defendant did so by: 

o soliciting a person to patronize a prostitute 

o procuring a prostitute for a patron 

o transporting a person into or within this Commonwealth with intent to 

promote the engaging in prostitution by that person, or procuring or paying for 

transportation with that intent 

o leasing or otherwise permitting a place controlled by the defendant, alone or 

in association with others, to be regularly used for prostitution or the 

promotion of prostitution, or failure to make reasonable effort to abate such 

use by ejecting the tenant, notifying law enforcement authorities, or other 

legally available means 

o soliciting, receiving, or agreeing to receive any benefit for doing or agreeing 

to do [action]; and 

Ǐ the defendant compelled another to engage in or promote prostitution 

7. Living off Prostitutes, 18 Pa. C.S. 5902(d) 

The offense of Living off Prostitutes requires the following elements be proven beyond a 

reasonable doubt: 

Ǐ that the defendant was financially supported in whole or substantial part by the 

proceeds of prostitution 

Ǐ that the defendant did so knowingly 

8. Patronizing Prostitutes, 18 Pa. C.S. 5902(e) 

The offense of Patronizing Prostitutes requires the following elements be proven beyond a 

reasonable doubt: 

where the misdemeanor is charged, 

Ǐ the defendant hired a prostitute or any other person for the purpose of engaging in 

sexual activity OR 

Ǐ the defendant entered or remained in a house of prostitution for the purpose of 

engaging in sexual activity 

or, where the felony is charged, 

Ǐ the defendant either 



 
 

 
 

o hired a prostitute or any other person for the purpose of engaging in sexual 

activity OR 

o entered or remained in a house of prostitution for the purpose of engaging in 

sexual activity 

Ǐ the defendant knew that he/she was human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) positive or 

manifesting acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) 

The grading of a misdemeanor is determined by the number of prior convictions for the same 

offense. 

Ǐ 1st or 2nd Offense: Misdemeanor 3rd degree 

Ǐ 3rd Offense: Misdemeanor 2nd degree 

Ǐ 4th or Subsequent Offense: Misdemeanor 1st degree 

 

ii.  Co-Occurring Crimes 

Ǐ Drug crimes 

Ǐ Personal Injury Crimesðphysical & sexual assault 

 

iii.  Evidence & Defenses to Human Trafficking, 18 Pa. C.S. 3018 & 3104 

Just as in all cases of sexual assault, evidence pertaining to the past sexual conduct of a victim of 

human trafficking is not admissible absent an applicable exception.  18 Pa. C.S. 3018; 18 Pa. 

C.S. 3104.  In addition, evidence of the age of the victim of human trafficking with respect to the 

age of consent to sex or the legal age of marriage is also inadmissible. 18 Pa. C.S. 3018. 

 

B. District Attorney Approval  

The law enforcement officer assigned to investigate a report of suspected human trafficking 

should consult with the District Attorneyôs office throughout the investigation.  In addition, 

before the execution of any search or arrest warrant, the officer will need to obtain approval from 

the District Attorneyôs office as required by local Rules of Criminal Procedure 201 and 507. 

VII.  Conclusion 

The policies outlined above are a guide for professionals handling cases of suspected sex 

trafficking of adults. The specific response in each case will be personalized to each victim given 

the facts of each case, and it is understood that the response to victims should be tailored to meet 

each person's unique strengths and needs.  

 

Human trafficking is a dynamic and unfolding field. As such, best practices continue to be 

updated regularly. It is therefore the responsibility of all multidisciplinary partners involved in 

the response to adult victims of sex trafficking to keep abreast of all new techniques and theories 

as we continue to combat this issue.  All agencies involved in the response protocol should 



 
 

 
 

commit to receiving ongoing training in the dynamics of human trafficking and commercial 

sexual exploitation, as well as the best ways to identify and respond in their specific roles to 

suspected sex trafficking victims. As new methodologies and best practices emerge, these 

policies and procedures may be modified to enhance their overall effectiveness. Furthermore, as 

more adult victims are recovered, and insight and feedback are gleaned from victims, the policies 

will continue to be modified. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Appendix A 

The Guiding Principles to Address the Needs of Victims of Human 

Trafficking in Pennsylvania 
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Appendix B 

The Red Flags for Human Sex Trafficking Card 

 (Front of Card)  

 

 

(Back of Card) 
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